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First Reading Isaiah 40:21-31 
The Judeans in exile have a good reason to be hopeful: the one who will bring them to freedom is the God who created the world, the God who subdues the rulers of the earth and gives strength to those who are weary.
21Have you not known? Have you not heard? Has it not been told you from the beginning? Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth? 22It is he who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers; who stretches out the heavens like a curtain, and spreads them like a tent to live in; 23who brings princes to naught, and makes the rulers of the earth as nothing. 24Scarcely are they planted, scarcely sown, scarcely has their stem taken root in the earth, when he blows upon them, and they wither, and the tempest carries them off like stubble. 25To whom then will you compare me, or who is my equal? says the Holy One. 26Lift up your eyes on high and see: Who created these? He who brings out their host and numbers them, calling them all by name; because he is great in strength, mighty in power, not one is missing. 27Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak, O Israel, “My way is hidden from the Lord, and my right is disregarded by my God”? 28Have you not known? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable. 29He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless. 30Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted; 31but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint. 
Psalm 147:1-11, 20c
1Hallelujah! How good it is to sing praises to our God! How pleasant it is to honor God with praise! 2The Lord rebuilds Jerusalem, and gathers the exiles of Israel. 3The Lord heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds. 4The Lord counts the number of the stars and calls them all by their names. 5Great is our Lord and mighty in power; there is no limit to God’s wisdom. 6The Lord lifts up the lowly, but casts the wicked to the ground. 7 Sing to the Lord with thanksgiving; make music upon the harp to our God, 8who covers the heavens with clouds and prepares rain for the earth, making grass to grow upon the mountains. 9God provides food for the cattle and for the young ravens when they cry. 10God is not impressed by 

the might of a horse, and has no pleasure in the speed of a runner, 11but finds pleasure in those who fear the Lord, in those who await God’s steadfast love. 20cHallelujah! 
Second Reading 1 Corinthians 9:16-23
God entrusted Paul with the responsibility of bringing the gospel to diverse people. Hence the focus of Paul’s ministry is not his own rights or privileges as an apostle but the privilege of serving God by freely sharing the good news of Christ with others.
16If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel! 17For if I do this of my own will, I have a reward; but if not of my own will, I am entrusted with a commission. 18What then is my reward? Just this: that in my proclamation I may make the gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel. 19For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win more of them. 20To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) so that I might win those under the law. 21To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law) so that I might win those outside the law. 22To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some. 23I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its blessings. 
Gospel Mark 1:29-39 
Everywhere Jesus goes, many people expect him to set them free from oppression. Everywhere he goes, he heals people and sets them free. Disease, devils, and death are running for their lives. The forces that diminish human life are rendered powerless by Jesus.
29As soon as Jesus and the disciples left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. 30Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once. 31He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them. 32That evening, at sunset, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with demons. 33And the whole city was gathered around the door. 34And he cured many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him. 35In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed. 36And 

Simon and his companions hunted for him. 37When they found him, they said to him, “Everyone is searching for you.” 38He answered, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.” 39And he went throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out demons.
SERMON
	On Friday, I was at a physical therapy appointment for my foot when I noticed all of the staff was wearing red and a few other patients were wearing red as well. They started talking about everyone’s red attire, and it turns out that February 2nd was Go Red Day to bring awareness of the impact of heart disease, particularly on women. And I thought it was just Groundhog Day! But this kicks off American Heart Month, which is the month of February along with Black History Month. Over the years, I’ve discovered a number of months that have been designated to bring awareness to various illnesses: April is Parkinson’s Awareness month, May is Mental Health Awareness Month, September is Childhood Cancer Awareness Month, November is Alzheimer’s Awareness Month. There has to be at least one if not two or more designations for every month of the year. 
	As we talk about the healing story in the gospel passage today, it will be helpful for us to understand the difference in attitudes toward illness in our time and in Jesus’ time. There is a big difference. We designate these various months or even weeks or days for awareness of various illnesses for the purpose of sharing information so that we can monitor our own health, share resources for those who are facing that particular health issue and show support for those who suffer with these conditions. In many cases, there are even fundraisers for research into treatment or for support services to help patients. These efforts remind us that we are not alone or forgotten in the midst of these types of illnesses.
	But there was no such positive support for people who suffered from illness in Jesus’ time.  In fact, people who suffered from sickness or physical issues were marginalized in Jesus’ day, very little attention was given to them.  Since they could not contribute to society in any productive way, society did not place any value on them. 
I’m sure some of the issues with a person who was ill was the lack of information they had about what illness they had.  They didn’t have the capability to research the illness, to find out if it was contagious and, if so, how it was passed from one person to another.  So of course, 

someone who is sick would be isolated from others who are healthy so that no one else would catch the illness. But unfortunately, this idea became twisted to the point that the religious teaching tied the illness of a person to their sin or the sin of their parents. It got to the point where people avoided or ignored those who were sick because their sickness was viewed as God’s punishment. So, while a person suffered a physical illness or injury that prevented them from meaningfully participating in their community, the community also shunned that person. 
With that in mind, Jesus’ miraculous healing in today’s passage from Mark is remarkable for 2 reasons.  The first reason is that Jesus demonstrates his power and authority from God to dispel and heal disease and illness.  As Mark’s gospel unfolds, these powers are slowly revealed to give hints about who Jesus is as the one whom brings the kingdom of God into this world.  The second reason this story is remarkable is because Jesus’ attitude toward Simon’s mother-in-law and all those who are sick is the complete opposite of society’s attitude and what they believed was God’s attitude. Jesus shows concern for those who are ill when the rest of society, even the faith community, disregard the ill.  Jesus’ attitude is just as important as Jesus’ power to heal because it flies in the face of what people believed about God’s relationship to those with illness or disease. 
Jesus demonstrates God’s particular concern for those who suffered from illness by drawing near. And notice, this is slightly different from the story of Jesus’ casting out the unclean spirit from last week. What Jesus did for that man was out in the synagogue, surrounded by a number of people. It seems as though Jesus just spoke the words and the man was set free. But in today’s story, Jesus takes the woman by the hand…the sick were brought into his presence. There is a closeness here that indicates Jesus’ desire to draw near to those who are suffering.   
That is what Jesus reveals through his healing ministry, that God loves these people too. Despite the fact that we have all of these designated months or weeks or days to provide awareness and support, there will be times in our lives when we face illnesses and we feel isolated or alone, when we aren’t able to do what we want or what we normally can do, and it gets us down. The nature of any illness is that it takes a toll on our minds or bodies and slows us down or limits us. We really hate feeling that way. We really struggle with not being able to be as “productive” as we think we should be or as we think everyone else is.

Remember this: God loves us no matter what, and God, through Jesus draws near to us particularly when we are suffering in this way. God isn’t just out there somewhere looking down on us and saying, “Oh, poor thing.” God is here, right here, with us in our times of illness or suffering to provide us with whatever we need. We will see constantly throughout his ministry, Jesus comes to those who suffer and yes, in those stories, Jesus heals them, but the point is that Jesus doesn’t ignore human suffering. This becomes most obvious in his suffering and death on the cross, when Jesus experiences suffering in his own body. But because of his suffering, his death and his resurrection, Christ is present in times and places when we are suffering. He is our suffering Savior, and he will never abandon us in our suffering.
In many and various forms, Christ’s ministry to those who are ill continues among us today. One way is through all of these awareness days, weeks and months that we talked about earlier. Another is through health care workers and their hospital and office support staff. Christ’s ministry is also carried out whenever we are caring for someone who is ill…whenever we find ways to keep those who are physically or mentally ill connected to the body of Christ…whenever we send cards, texts or make phone calls to someone who is struggling with illness…whenever we listen to and respect the wishes of how someone wants to deal with their illness…whenever we participate in fundraising or support events to help patients with various illnesses…whenever we remind those who suffer that God loves them and is with them in their suffering…whenever we ensure that those who are struggling with illness are not forgotten and are treated with dignity and mercy. Amen.
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